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METHOD AND SYSTEM FOR MEASURING A
RHEOLOGICAL TRANSITION LEVEL

This application claims priority of Belgian patent applica-
tion with application number BE 2008/0341 filed on Jun. 20,
2008.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to a method, a system and a
sounding probe for measuring a rheological transition level
between a first layer with first rheological properties, typi-
cally a fluid mud layer, and a second layer lying thereunder
and having different, second rheological properties, typically
a solid mud layer. The present invention relates particularly to
such a method, system, and sounding probe for measuring the
nautical bottom on the basis of a sounding/penetration mea-
surement.

BACKGROUND

In a harbour or navigable channel the mud layer generally
consists of a fluid mud layer and a consolidated (solid) mud
layer. The transition between these layers 1s a rheological
transition level which can be deemed as the real nautical
bottom. It 1s particularly important for shipping traific to
know the exact depth at which this transition 1s located.

The prior art already comprises a number of techniques for
measuring the nautical bottom, wherein a distinction 1s made
between a measurement 1n which an object 1s towed, and a
sounding/penetration measurement at a determined location.

The Belgian patent with publication number 1015773 in
the name of applicant thus describes a solution 1n which the
nautical bottom 1s measured using a continuously towed ran-
dom body.

It 1s also known to use acoustic signals to determine the
depth of the rheological transition level. As illustrated 1n
FIGS. 1A and 1B, this leads to inaccurate results. At a rela-
tively high frequency of 210 kHz the acoustic signal 1s
reflected at the top of the fluid mud layer 8 and not at the
rheological transition level 10. At lower frequencies the level
at which retlection takes place 1s uncertain. Such a measure-

ment does not therefore allow of accurate determination of

the location of the transition.

Further known 1s a so-called Navitracker which performs
an up and downward movement 1n the mud. The density of the
mud layer 1s measured 1n the Navitracker using a radioactive
source. The Navitracker cannot however be ntroduced into
the solid mud layer and cannot therefore determine the rheo-
logical transition level. An analogous technique 1s used 1n the
so-called sounding/penetration probes, where the probe 1s
carried through the fluid mud layer to a position in the vicinity
of the solid mud layer while the density 1s measured. The
density at the end of the fliud mud layer 8 1s however sub-
stantially the same as the density 1n the solid mud layer 9 (see
FIG. 1A), so that the rheological transition cannot be accu-
rately determined.

SUMMARY

The present invention has for 1ts object to provide a method
and system of the type stated 1n the preamble for determining
the location of the rheological transition level 1n accurate
manner.

Provided for this purpose 1s a method which 1s distin-
guished 1n that using a cable an object 1s lowered through the
first layer 1nto the second layer lying thereunder, wherein a
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dynamic quantity of the moving cable with object, influenced
by the rheological properties, or a change 1n this quantity, 1s
measured, and wherein 1t 1s determined on the basis of this
measurement when the object 1s located at the rheological
transition level.

When an object 1s lowered via a cable, a number of
dynamic quantities are then involved, such as the force 1n the
cable and the velocity at which the cable 1s lowered. These
dynamic quantities are partly determined by the rheological
properties of the layers. The location of the rheological tran-
sition level can thus be determined with high precision by
detecting a change in such a quantity; this 1s because the
length along which the cable has been lowered determines the
depth of the rheological transition level.

According to a first possible embodiment, the force or
change in force in the cable (or a varnable representative
thereol) 1s the dynamic quantity which 1s measured, and the
velocity at which the cable 1s lowered 1s controlled. The
velocity 1s then preferably held within a determined range,
this range being such that the force i1n the cable displays a
clear jump at the transition from the first layer to the second.
Still more preferably the velocity 1s held substantially con-
stant at a velocity considerably lower than the equilibrium
velocity for the first layer, for which the gravitational force of
the object 1s equal to the upward force encountered by the
object during lowering.

According to a particularly advantageous embodiment, the
velocity at which the object 1s lowered 1s adjusted such that
the cable becomes slack (limp) in the second layer, wherein
the slackness of the cable 1s measured, for instance by a slack
cable switch.

According to a second embodiment, the velocity at which
the cable descends 1s measured, while the force 1n the cable 1s
controlled. The force in the cable 1s preferably held here
within a determined range, this range preferably being chosen
such that the change 1n velocity at the transition from the first
layer to the second can be readily measured. The force 1s still
more preferably held substantially constant at a value for
which the velocity 1n the second layer 1s greater than a deter-
mined critical value, and 1s for instance greater than 0.25 m/s.

According to the preferred embodiment of the ivention,
the object has an average density greater than the density of
the first layer and also greater than the density of the second
layer. The object 1s preferably manufactured from a rather
heavy material such as steel, and preferably has a shape which
impedes the flow around the object little, such as a spherical
shape.

The present mnvention further relates to a system which 1s
distinguished 1n that the system comprises:

a lowering/hoisting device with a cable and with control

means for controlling the lowering;
an object connected to this cable and having an average
density greater than that of the first and second layer;

measuring means for measuring a dynamic variable of the
lowering/hoisting device mfluenced by the rheological
properties, this such that 1t 1s possible to determine from
the dynamic variable measured by the measuring means
that the object 1s situated at the rheological transition
level.

According to a first embodiment, the control means are
adapted to control the lowering velocity, and the measuring
means are adapted to measure the force or a change 1n force in
the cable (or a vanable representative thereof). This prefer-
ably takes place 1n accordance with the first embodiment of
the above described method.

In the case of a change in force a slack cable switch can for
instance be used. Another option consists of measuring a
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parameter of the motor of the lowering/hoisting device rep-
resentative of the force (voltage/current 1n the case of a linear
motor; pressure/flow rate 1n the case of a hydraulic motor).
According to a second embodiment, the control means are
adapted to control the force in the cable during lowering, and
the measuring means are adapted to measure the lowering
velocity. This preferable takes place 1n accordance with the
second embodiment of the above described method.
According to a possible embodiment, the lowering/hoist-

ing device 1s provided with measuring means for measuring
the length of the lowered cable.

According to another option, wherein water 1s situated
above the first layer, the object 1s provided with pressure
measuring means for measuring the pressure exerted by the
water column at the rheological transition level, in order to
derive herefrom the depth of the rheological transition level.
The water pressure can for instance then be carried to the
position of the object through a tube, the outer end of which 1s
situated 1n the water above the first layer.

The invention turther relates to a sounding probe for mea-
suring a rheological transition level between a first layer with
first rheological properties, typically a fluid mud layer, and a
second layer lying thereunder and having ditferent, second
rheological properties, typically a solid mud layer.

An embodiment of the sounding probe comprises:

a substantially probe shaped body;

measuring means for measuring a dynamic variable of said

body when moving, typically descending, through the
first and second layer, or a change of said variable, said
dynamic variable being influenced by the rheological
properties, such that it 1s possible to determine from the
dynamic variable measured by the measuring means that
the object 1s situated at the rheological transition level.

According to a preferred embodiment of the system or
sounding probe the measuring means consist of an acceler-
ometer for measuring the acceleration of the body moving
through the first and second layer, or a means for measuring
the velocity of the moving body. Such an accelerometer can
casily be included 1n the body of the probe.

According to a preferred embodiment the body 1s provided
with weight sufficient to allow the probe to descend at an
acceptable speed through the first and second layer.

According to a further developed embodiment of the
sounding probe, the probe further comprises a pressure sensor
tor measuring the hydrostatic water pressure at the location of
the probe. In that way, the depth position of the probe can be
determined. The sensor 1s preferably taken up 1n an 1solated
housing with pressure tubes extending upwards along the
cable. The length of the pressure tube 1s preferably such that
in use the housing communicates with a water layer above the
first layer.

The invention will be further elucidated on the basis of a
number of non-limitative exemplary embodiments with ret-
erence to the accompanying drawing.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1A shows diagrams of the density and the viscosity in
a typical navigable channel or harbour;

FI1G. 1B 1llustrates a prior art method which makes use of
acoustic signals;

FI1G. 2 shows a schematic representation of an embodiment
of a system according to the invention;

FI1G. 3 shows a graph of the force 1n the cable as a function
of the lowering velocity for a sphere lowered respectively into
water, fluid mud and solid mud;:
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FIG. 4 shows a graph of the drag coellicient as a function of
the velocity for water, fluid mud and solid mud; and

FIGS. 5(A) and (B) show a diagram of the forces acting on
the object during lowering;

FIG. 6 1s a schematic view of a sounding probe according,
to an embodiment of the invention.

PR.

(L]
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
EMBODIMENTS

A body which 1s immersed 1n a fluid and 1s free-tfloating 1s
subjected to two forces:

a downward directed gravitational force acting on the
apparent weight of the body, this being 1ts own weight
minus the weight of the displaced fluid;

an upward directed force caused by the flow of the fluid
around the body.

The upward directed force generated by the rheological
properties, and 1n particular by the viscosity of the material
through which the body 1s moving, i1s calculated with the
following formula:

F=C;1/2-pv*4

wherein F | 1s the force in Newton, C ; 1s the drag coelficient,
0 the density in kg/m>, v the lowering velocity in m/s and A
the surface area of the cross-section perpendicularly of the
lowering velocity. The drag coellicient of the body 1s 1n turn
determined by the shape of the body, the roughness of the
body and the Reynolds number (the viscosity). FIG. 4 1llus-
trates the drag coelficient as a function of the velocity for
respectively water, fluid mud and solid mud.

When the upward force 1s equal to the downward force, the
body will descend at constant velocity; this velocity 1s

referred to as the equilibrium velocity.

A body which 1s attached by means of the cable to a
lowering/hoisting device will also be subjected 1n determined
cases to a third force, 1.e. the force exerted by the cable on the
body. This cable force will depend on the velocity at which
the cable 1s lowered:

when the lowering velocity 1s less than the equilibrium

velocity (see FIG. 5A), a force F,_, _, will then occur 1n
the cable which compensates the difference between the
gravitational force F_  and the upward force F,, and the
cable remains tensioned.

when the lowering velocity 1s greater than or equal to the

equilibrium velocity (see FIG. 5B), the force in the cable
F, .., will disappear and, at a higher lowering velocity,
the cable will gain on the body, 1.e. the cable becomes
slack.

The above formula shows that, at the same lowering veloc-
ity, the body 1n a fluid of high viscosity will be subject to a low
suspension force (cable force), while 1n a fluid of low viscos-
ity the body 1s subject to a high suspension force. Inversely, at
the same cable force the body will displace more slowly 1n the
fluid of high viscosity than 1n the fluid of low viscosity.

In the case of a navigable channel or harbour there are
typically two phases present 1n the mud layer located under
water column 7 (see FIG. 1A):

the fluid mud phase 8 with a low viscosity;

the solid mud phase 9 with a very high viscosity.

FIG. 3 illustrates the cable force as a function of the veloc-
ity for an object moving respectively through water column 7,
through fluid mud layer 8 and through the solid mud layer 9.
At a constant velocity the force in the cable 1s considerably
lower for solid mud when compared to water or fluid mud.
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The above described physical principles are employed in
the method and the system according to the invention
described hereinbelow with reference to FIG. 2.

According to the exemplary embodiment of FIG. 2, the
system comprises a lowering/hoisting device 21 with a cable
22, to the outer end of which a steel sphere 23 1s attached. The
lowering/hoisting device 1s provided with means 24 for set-
ting the lowering velocity v. Means 25 are further provided
tor measuring the force in the cable F,_, .. Finally, measuring
means 26 are provided for measuring the length of the low-
ered cable. When sphere 23 1s lowered 1nto a typical navigable
channel, 1t will move first through water column 27, then
through the first layer 28 of low viscosity and into the second
layer 29 of high viscosity.

The lowering velocity 1s preferably lower than the equilib-
rium velocity in the fluid mud v, and greater than the equi-
librium velocity in the solidmud v, (see FIG. 3). In this way
cable 22 will be tensioned when the sphere passes through
first layer 28, while the cable becomes slack when the sphere
moves through second layer 29. Such a slackening of the
cable can be measured easily and accurately such that the
exact location of the transition between the first and the sec-
ond layer can be precisely determined, for instance on the
basis of the measurements performed by measuring means
26.

FIG. 6 illustrates an embodiment of a sounding probe
according to the invention. The probe 30 has a hollow probe
shaped body 31. At the lower side of the probe 30 a weight 33
1s included 1nside the body 31. Further, an accelerometer 35 1s
contained inside the body 31. Signals measured by the accel-
crometer 35 are transferred to processing means (not shown),
¢.g. through electric wiring passing through cable 32. Itis also
an option to provide a pressure sensor, €.2. a CTD (Conduc-
tivity Temperature Depth recorder) device 36 at the probe 30.
This device 1s preferably taken up in an 1solated space com-
municating via tubes 37, 38 with a higher layer, preferably a
water layer, so that the pressure sensor 36 can measure the
hydrostatic water pressure, undisturbed by the density of the
first layer. The measurement signals from the C'1D device can
also be transmitted via electric wiring through cable 32.

The skilled person will appreciate that the invention 1s not
limited to the above described exemplary embodiment and
that many variants can be envisaged, wherein for instance the
force in the cable 1s held constant and the change in the
lowering velocity 1s measured. The skilled person will further
appreciate that the invention 1s not limited to measuring the
nautical bottom, but that the method and the system can
likewise be applied for the purpose of determining a random
rheological transition between a first layer of a first viscosity
and a second layer of a second, different viscosity. The scope
ol protection 1s therefore defined solely by the following
claims.

The mvention claimed 1s:

1. A method for measuring a rheological transition level
between a first fluid mud layer with first rheological proper-
ties, and a second consolidated mud layer lying thereunder
and having different, second rheological properties, said
method comprising:

lowering an object through the first fluid mud layer into the

second consolidated mud layer lying thereunder, using a
cable;

measuring either a dynamic quantity or a change of the

dynamic quantity of the moving cable as the object
moves from the first fluid mud layer into the second
consolidated mud layer, with the attached object being
influenced by the rheological properties; and
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on the basis of this measurement determining when the

object 1s located at the rheological transition level.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the first fluid mud layer
has a first density and the second consolidated mud layer has
a second density, and wherein the object has an average
density greater than the first density and greater than the
second density.

3. The method of claim 1, wherein a length over which the
cable has been lowered 1s measured for the position 1n which
the determined rheological transition level has been estab-
lished.

4. The method according to claim 1, wherein the method
turther comprises measuring either a dynamic quantity or a
change of the dynamic quantity of the moving cable as 1t
moves through the first fluid mud layer.

5. The method according to claim 1, wherein the method
turther comprises measuring either a dynamic quantity or a
change of the dynamic quantity of the moving cable as 1t
moves through the second consolidated mud layer.

6. The method of claim 1, wherein the velocity at which the
cable descends, or a variable linked thereto, 1s measured,
whilst controlling the force in the cable.

7. The method of claim 6, wherein the force 1n the cable 1s
held substantially constant while the cable 1s lowered through
the first fluid mud layer and into the second consolidated mud
layer.

8. The method of claim 6, wherein the force 1n the cable 1s
held within a determined range while the cable 1s lowered
through the first fluid mud layer and 1nto the second consoli-
dated mud layer.

9. The method of claim 8, wherein the force 1n the cable 1s
set to a value for which the velocity 1n the second consolidated
mud layer 1s greater than a determined critical value, for
instance greater than 0.25 m/s.

10. The method of claim 1, wherein the dynamic quantity
influenced by the rheological properties of the first fluid mud
layer and the second consolidated mud layer 1s the force in the
cable 1tself or a variable linked thereto, wherein during the
descent of the object this dynamic quantity 1s measured while
the velocity at which the cable 1s lowered through the first

fluiad mud layer and into the second consolidated mud layer 1s
controlled.

11. The method of claim 10, wherein the velocity at which
the object 1s lowered 1s such that the cable becomes slack in
the second consolidated mud layer, wherein the measurement
of the change in force in the cable consists of detecting the
slackness of the cable.

12. The method of claim 10, wherein the velocity at which
the cable 1s lowered through the first fluid mud layer and 1nto
the second consolidated mud layer 1s held constant.

13. The method of claim 10, wherein the velocity at which
the cable 1s lowered through the first fluid mud layer and nto
the second consolidated mud layer 1s held within a deter-
mined range.

14. The method of claim 13, wherein the cable 1s lowered
at a velocity considerably lower than an equilibrium velocity
for the first fluid mud layer, for which equilibrium velocity the
gravitational force of the object 1s equal to the upward force
exerted on the object during descent.

15. A system for measuring a rheological transition
between a first fluid mud layer with first rheological proper-
ties, and a second consolidated mud layer lying thereunder
and having second rheological properties, comprising:

a lowering/hoisting device with a cable and with control

means for controlling the lowering;
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an object connected to the cable and having an average
density greater than that of the first fluid mud layer and
the second consolidated mud layer;

measuring means adapted to measure either a dynamic

variable or a change 1n the dynamic varniable related to
the lowering/hoisting device; and

determining means adapted to determine when the object 1s

at the rheological transition level based on the result
from the measuring means obtained when the object
moves from the first fluid mud layer into the second
consolidated mud layer.

16. The system of claim 135, wherein the control means are
adapted to control the lowering velocity and the measuring
means are adapted to measure a variable determining the
force or a change in force in the cable.

17. The system of claim 15, wherein the measuring means
are a slack cable switch.

18. The system of claim 135, wherein the lowering/hoisting
device 1s provided with a motor, the measuring means being
adapted to measure a parameter of the motor representative of
the force 1n the cable.

19. The system of claim 13, wherein the control means are
adapted to control the force 1n the cable during lowering, and
the measuring means are adapted to measure the lowering
velocity.

20. The system of claim 15, wherein the lowering/hoisting,
device 1s provided with cable length measuring means for
measuring the length of the lowered cable.

21. The system of claim 15, wherein the object 1s a steel
sphere or wherein the object has a probe shaped body.

22. A sounding probe for measuring a rheological transi-
tion between a first flimd mud layer with first rheological
properties, and a second consolidated mud layer lying there-
under and having second rheological properties, comprising;:

an elongate body with a probe tip;

measuring means adapted to measure either a dynamic

variable or a change 1n the dynamic variable related to
the sounding probe; and

determining means adapted to determine when the sound-

ing probe 1s at the rheological transition level based on
the result from the measuring means obtained when the
sounding probe moves from the first fluid mud layer into
the second consolidated mud layer.
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23. The sounding probe of claim 22, wherein said measur-
Ing means 1s a measuring means for measuring the velocity or
the acceleration of the sounding probe.

24. The sounding probe of claim 22, further comprising
pressure measuring means for measuring the pressure exerted
by the water column at the rheological transition level, in
order to derive therefrom the depth of the rheological transi-
tion level.

25. A method for measuring a rheological transition level
between a first fluid mud layer with first rheological proper-
ties, and a second consolidated mud layer lying thereunder
and having different, second rheological properties, said
method comprising:

lowering an object through the first fluid mud layer into the

second consolidated mud layer lying thereunder, using a
cable;

measuring either the force 1n the cable 1itself or a variable

linked thereto as the object moves from the first fluid
mud layer mto the second consolidated mud layer,
wherein during the descent of the object said force or
said variable linked thereto 1s measured while the veloc-
ity at which the cable 1s lowered through the first fluid
mud layer and 1nto the second consolidated mud layer 1s
controlled; and

on the basis of this measurement, determining when the

object 1s located at the rheological transition level.

26. A method for measuring a rheological transition level
between a first fluid mud layer with first rheological proper-
ties, and a second consolidated mud layer lying thereunder
and having different, second rheological properties, said
method comprising:

lowering an object through the first fluid mud layer into the

second consolidated mud layer lying thereunder, using a
cable;

measuring either the velocity at which the cable descends,

or a variable linked thereto as the object moves from the
first fluid mud layer into the second consolidated mud
layer, whilst controlling the force 1n the cable; and

on the basis of this measurement, determining when the

object 1s located at the rheological transition level.
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